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PREAMBLE 

The League of European Research Universities (LERU) cares deeply about the integrity with which research 

in Europe, indeed world-wide, is designed, reviewed, carried out and reported. As stated in a September 

2015 press release1, LERU welcomes further support for universities and other research organisations to 

share good practice, to further develop information and training and to take positive steps to foster 

integrity, whilst avoiding heavy-handed steering, regulation or punitive measures for universities. 

In 2014 LERU had already suggested in a briefing paper2 to the incoming EU legislature that research 

integrity should be included into the ERA priorities. LERU was pleased to note that in his 2015 speech3 

announcing the “Open science, open innovation, open to the world” strategy, Commissioner Moedas 

specifically mentioned the need for a European initiative on research integrity. Indeed, open science not 

only increases the value of public investment in science, but as Moedas has stated4 recently: “It also 

contributes to scientific excellence and integrity”. 

LERU was pleased with the Competitiveness Council conclusions on research integrity of 1 December 2015, 

and agrees with the consideration that “research at EU and Member State level should be founded on the 

principles listed in the "European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity" developed by the European 

Science Foundation (ESF) and All European Academies (ALLEA)”, including honesty, reliability, objectivity, 

impartiality and independence, open communication, duty of care, fairness, and responsibility for future 

science generations.  

LERU furthermore agrees with the Council’s welcoming the application by the Commission of the 

"European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity" in Horizon 2020, and its calling for the consistent 

application of the Code in EU-funded research. 

LERU had indeed proposed in its September 2015 press release that future Horizon 2020 grant agreements 

could reasonably require recipient organisations to (a) have developed their own research integrity code 

or adopted a national or other recognised code, (b) take responsibility for dealing effectively with 

concerns or alleged research misconduct, (c) respond promptly to any concerns raised by other parties 

directly with the Commission and referred onwards and (d) keep the Commission informed about the 

outcomes of cases, wherever appropriate, while handling/investigating allegations and taking action in 

proven cases should remain the responsibility of the universities and other research providers. 

LERU supports the main principles set out in the ALLEA/ESF European Code of Conduct for Research 

Integrity. The current version of the Code, developed in 2011, remains a useful document that addresses 

most of the key research integrity issues. In particular, LERU is strongly supportive of the current 

approach taken by the Code, which not only addresses the narrow perspective of falsification, fabrication 

and plagiarism, but also provides a broader discussion of the concept of ‘Research Integrity’ and explores 

wider issues such as those relating to research capacity and the wellbeing of individuals when there is a 

breach in the code of conduct.   

Although supportive of the current Code, LERU welcomes the proposal to revise and refresh the document 

and provides the following recommendations, based on input from the LERU partner universities. It should 

be noted that while the views below are generally subscribed to by LERU universities, the proposed timing 

has not allowed for a thorough internal consultation and official approval process within the League. The 



 Page 2 / 5 
 

views reflect broad agreement, but should not be considered as an expression of official policy at 

individual universities.  

A second point to note is that the response from LERU universities has been plentiful, resulting in a large 

amount of recommendations, some of which concern detailed ideas. We have included all ideas which 

were judged as important and carried broad agreement. It has not been possible in this short time period 

to prioritise points that are essential for a European-level code. An in-depth discussion about which 

elements belong in a European code and which are better dealt with in national/local codes is needed. 

LERU is eager to contribute to this discussion during the next phase of the review phase.  

We offer the following recommendations, hoping they stimulate discussion and are helpful in updating the 

present Code.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Structure  

 The Executive Summary could be more concise – perhaps similar in length to the Singapore 

Statement. The introductory and background sections of the code could also be made more 

succinct by trimming some of the contextual information and upfront exploration of research 

misconduct. 

 Repetition (outside the executive summary) should be minimized.  

 

Definitions 

 The Code would benefit from a glossary.  

 It would be beneficial to revise the Code’s definition of ‘science’ so that it clearly encompasses 

all fields including natural, physical, social, medical and life sciences, technology, engineering, 

arts and humanities. 

 The difference between ‘Good Research Practice’, ‘Questionable Research Practices (QRPs)’ and 

‘Misconduct’ needs to be set out more clearly. At present the status of QRPs is not clear. 

 We would welcome consideration of whether gift/ghost authorship and allegations made in bad 

faith should be included under the definition of research misconduct.  

 While LERU does not support classifying ‘sloppy science’ as a breach of research integrity, the 

term ‘minor misdemeanour’ seems inappropriate and conflicts with the Code’s recognition in 

that these issues can be seriously damaging. An alternative approach would be to classify such 

matters as ‘errors’ deriving from poor practice that are not acceptable and should be treated 

seriously, but not necessarily via procedures for dealing with deliberate misconduct. Attention 

should also be given to what is currently included under the banner of minor misdemeanour and 

poor practice, for example “insufficient respect and care for participants” would normally be 

considered more serious than simply poor practice. 

 The code refers to misconduct effecting public trust in science, but does not define ‘public’. It 

may be preferable to use the term ‘publics’ and then define this to cover governments, 

legislators, funders, tax-payers and beneficiaries of research. 

 

Scope  

 Universality: The Code currently makes a distinction between the fundamental principles of 

research integrity, which it sees as universal, and good practices, which it states should be 

determined nationally or institutionally. This distinction is not always useful as some of the 
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principles that are currently defined as ‘good practices’, such as the protection of research 

participants, should actually be universal.  While LERU supports the principle that research 

institutions should take ownership of research integrity and develop their own standards and 

expectations, this does not mean that the Code could not present a clear set of recommendations 

for universal good practice principles or good practice examples that could be used locally to 

develop standards and raise standards across Europe.  

 Wider Ethical Contexts: The preamble to the Code states that it does not address the wider socio-

ethical responsibilities of scientists, and yet the guidelines pertaining to open communication with 

the public do suggest that this responsibility needs to be considered. This suggests a slight issue 

with the scope that could be addressed. The Code could refer to “Responsible Research and 

Innovation” (RRI), which, as defined by the EC, includes gender, open access, public engagement, 

ethics, governance, and science education. 

 Contextualising integrity: The LERU universities were generally supportive of sections 2.2.1 and 

2.2.2, which explain why research integrity and ethics is important. It is recommended that this 

be brought up to date to include more recent work on this topic, such as the Nuffield Council on 

Bioethics recent report into the Culture of Scientific Research in the UK. It was noted, however, 

that the scholarly nature of 2.2.1 could distract from the core aims of the document, so it may be 

sensible to put this section in an introduction or appendix.    

 

Principles and good practices 

 The principles section (2.2.3) could be expanded slightly – in particular it would be valuable to 

unpack the concept of ‘reliability’, which seems to encompass both the concepts of ‘rigour’ in 

designing and carrying out research and ‘reliability’ or ‘trustworthiness’. Rigour is commonly 

addressed separately in national ethical codes and should be used here. 

 At present the good practices set out in paragraphs 2.2.5 and 2.3 do not map well onto the 

principles set out in 2.2.3. It would be useful for good practice examples to be developed for each 

of the principles. For example, at present there are no good practices that directly relate to the 

‘duty of care’ principle, but these could be developed (respect for participants, consent for data 

sharing, informed consent, confidentiality, well understood protocols to minimise risk, addressing 

incidents and repairing damage, etc.). 

 

Training and prevention 

 The Code would benefit from a greater emphasis on research integrity and ethics training. This 

should include setting out the responsibilities of institutions to provide such training where 

required and throughout the research career. This could be provided as part of an annex giving 

principles for training and the development of a culture of integrity.  

 The Code might also encourage active discussion of research integrity issues (and the 

consequences of misconduct) throughout the research career. 

 The Code should also emphasise the need for non-research staff, where appropriate, to be 

educated in research integrity principles. 

 The Code could also benefit from discussion of administrative measures that can be taken to 

prevent misconduct.  

 

Investigating allegations of research misconduct 

 The Code could usefully provide non-binding guidance on jurisdictions for investigating 

allegations of research misconduct to avoid conflicting investigations. Standard procedure is for 
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an investigation to be undertaken under the rules of the institution at which the alleged 

misconduct took place or, under the OECD guide and where there is a written agreement to that 

effect, the institution of the project leader. The Code could provide clear guidance on this and 

any exceptions to this general rule. It would also be useful to provide guidance on ensuring 

appropriate information sharing in cross-institutional investigations. 

 Reporting research misconduct should also be addressed. This might include recommendations for 

institutions to report investigations and their outcomes to relevant funders and for funders to 

provide clear contact points for this. To encourage transparency, ALLEA may also wish to 

recommend that institutions publish an annual anonymized summary of research misconduct 

investigations. 

 Annex 1 states that ‘Any action(s) taken should be subject to appeal’. Under certain national 

systems (e.g. under Swedish law) disciplinary decisions regarding misconduct cannot be subject to 

appeal, it is therefore recommended that the following is added to the relevant line in Annex 1: 

“as possible under national legislation”. 

 The Code would benefit from addressing the need to protect whistleblowers.  

 On page 9, the Code states: “…unnecessary detriment to reputations should be avoided…”. It 

should be clarified that this principle should not deter institutions from launching investigations 

where these are warranted. 

 

Levels of responsibility  

 The code could make a clearer distinction on levels of responsibility (perhaps as part of the 

Guidelines for Good Practice section);  i.e. setting out when the primary responsibility lays with 

the institutions, the funders,  individual researchers, researcher leaders, or research 

administrators and when the responsibility is shared. 

 It may also be useful to set out the importance of institutions and senior researchers as 

examples of research integrity for junior staff.  

 

Additional topics 

The following topics/considerations are not addressed by the code and could be added: 

 Guidance on the balance of harm against benefit which is often seen to be central to ethical 

considerations.   

 Guidance on good practice to address some of the perceived drivers of research misconduct, 

for example good practice for appointment to address pressures within the career system and 

alternative systems for publishing to address pressure to publish. 

 For animal research, it would be useful to reference the 3Rs as guiding principles for more 

ethical use of animals in testing, as LERU has suggested5 in line with EU Directive 2010/63/EU, 

which needs to be implemented at local level and is due to be reviewed at EU level in 2017, as 

LERU . 

 The Guidelines for Good Practice (section 2.3) should include the fact that researchers need to 

comply with their national/institutional rules regarding ethics review.  

 

New challenges 

There are a number of challenges that have emerged or evolved in recent times that could be usefully 

addressed by the revised Code, these include: 

 The role and the use of blogs/webpages like retraction watch and pubpeer. 
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 The challenges posed by social media. 

 Good practice in Open Science, open access, citizen science and open data6 as well as enhanced 

guidance for the management of, particularly personal, data7 that takes into account new 

regulations and the challenges presented by big data research and digital data preservation (this 

will require an update of the guidance provided on page 13 of the Code).  

 Pre-registration of clinical research and clinical trials and the publication of negative results. 

 Reproducibility of research results.  

 Self-plagiarism. 

 Imaging ethics (i.e. the manipulation of images)  
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